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T a k i n g  C o m m u n i t y  S e r v i c e  S e r i o u s l y  
M a r g a r i t a  L .  K r a k u s i n  
I  h a v e  b e e n  p r i v i l e g e d  t o  o f f e r  c o m m u n i t y  s e r v i c e  i n  m y  t w o  " h o m e s " :  G r a n d  
R a p i d s ,  w h e r e  I  w o r k ;  a n d  L a n s i n g ,  w h e r e  I  r e s i d e .  T h i s  s e r v i c e  h a s  b e e n  p r o v i d i n g  
t r a n s l a t i o n  a n d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  s e r v i c e s  f r o m  E n g l i s h  t o  S p a n i s h  a n d  f o s t e r i n g  b e t t e r  
a n d  c l o s e r  r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  t h e  H i s p a n i c  a n d  n o n - H i s p a n i c  c o m m u n i t i e s  i n  t h e s e  
a r e a s .  
F o r  t h e  p a s t  t h r e e  y e a r s ,  I  h a v e  c o n d u c t e d  a n  i n t e n s i v e  S p a n i s h  l a n g u a g e  
t r a i n i n g  p r o g r a m  f o r  p a t r o l  o f f i c e r s  o f  t h e  G r a n d  R a p i d s  P o l i c e  D e p a r t m e n t .  T h e  
p r o g r a m ,  c r e a t e d  a n d  s p o n s o r e d  b y  t h e  H i s p a n i c  C e n t e r  o f  G r a n d  R a p i d s ,  a i m s  t o  
e n h a n c e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  b e t w e e n  t h e  p o l i c e  a n d  t h e  S p a n i s h - s p e a k i n g  c o m m u n i t y ,  
a n d ,  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  h e l p  t o  e n s u r e  t h e  o f f i c e r s '  w e l l - b e i n g  d u r i n g  t h e i r  o f f i c i a l  
c o n t a c t s  w i t h  t h i s  c o m m u n i t y .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  l a n g u a g e  i n s t r u c t i o n ,  t h e  p o l i c e  l e a r n  
a b o u t  c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  A m e r i c a n  p o l i c e  o f f i c e r s  a r e  t r a i n e d  t o  r e a c t  
i m m e d i a t e l y  t o  n e r v o u s  b e h a v i o r  w h e n  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  s t o p p e d  a n d  q u e s t i o n e d .  
H o w e v e r ,  i n  m o s t  S p a n i s h - s p e a k i n g  c u l t u r e s ,  t h e  p o l i c e  a r e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  v i e w e d  a s  
a n  o p p r e s s i v e  a r m  o f  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ,  t o  b e  f e a r e d  a n d  a v o i d e d  a t  a l l  c o s t s .  
T h e r e f o r e ,  a  H i s p a n i c - A m e r i c a n  m a y  r e a c t  w i t h  n e r v o u s n e s s  w h e n  a p p r o a c h e d  b y  a  
p o l i c e  o f f i c e r .  K n o w i n g  t h i s  c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e  a l l o w s  p o l i c e  o f f i c e r s  t o  c o n d u c t  t h e i r  
i n t e r v i e w s  m o r e  e f f e c t i v e l y .  
I n  L a n s i n g  a n d  E a s t  L a n s i n g ,  I  h a v e  t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  S p a n i s h  m e d i c a l  p a m p h l e t s  
p u t  o u t  b y  t h e  v a r i o u s  c l i n i c a l  d e p a r t m e n t s  o f  M i c h i g a n  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  a n d  t h e  S t a t e  
o f  M i c h i g a n .  T h e  p a m p h l e t s  a r e  d e s i g n e d  t o  i n f o r m  t h e  S p a n i s h - s p e a k i n g  c o m m u n i t y  
a b o u t  s u c h  p u b l i c  h e a l t h  m a t t e r s  a s  t h e  n e e d  f o r  c h i l d r e n ' s  v a c c i n a t i o n s ,  a n d  t h e  
a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  a m n i o c e n t e s i s  t e s t i n g  t o  d e t e c t  l a t e n t  b i r t h  d e f e c t s  ( s p i n a  b i f i d a ,  f o r  
i n s t a n c e )  a n d  c o n f i d e n t i a l  H I V  t e s t i n g .  I  h a v e  a l s o  w o r k e d  a s  a n  a d  h o c  i n t e r p r e t e r  
w h e n  m i g r a n t  w o r k e r s  s p e a k i n g  o n l y  S p a n i s h  h a v e  h a d  t o  s e e k  e m e r g e n c y  m e d i c a l  
t r e a t m e n t  a t  a r e a  h o s p i t a l s .  M y  t a s k  i s  n o t  o n l y  t o  r e l a y  a c c u r a t e  i n f o r m a t i o n  i n  b o t h  
d i r e c t i o n s ,  b u t  a l s o  t o  r e a s s u r e  t h e  p a t i e n t s ,  w h o  m a y  w e l l  b e  c o n f u s e d  a n d  
f r i g h t e n e d  b y  t h e  s t r a n g e  l a n g u a g e  a n d  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  t h a t  t h e y  w i l l  b e  t a k e n  c a r e  o f .  
I f  t h e  p a t i e n t  a n d  f a m i l y  a r e  a t  e a s e ,  t h e  h o s p i t a l  p e r s o n n e l  c a n  c o m m u n i c a t e  m o r e  
f u l l y  a n d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  w i t h  t h e m  a n d  m o r e  a c c u r a t e l y  a n d  r a p i d l y  e s t a b l i s h  d i a g n o s e s .  
S o m e t i m e s  s u c h  i n t e r a c t i o n  c a n  b e  q u i t e  e x t e n d e d .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  l a s t  N o v e m b e r ,  
I  w a s  c a l l e d  b y  t h e  L a n s i n g  C i t y  R e s c u e  M i s s i o n  t o  a s s i s t  t h e m  w i t h  a  f a m i l y  w h i c h  
h a d  j u s t  a r r i v e d  f r o m  M e x i c o ;  n e i t h e r  t h e  m o t h e r ,  t h e  f a t h e r ,  n o r  t h e  t h r e e  s m a l l  
c h i l d r e n  s p o k e  a n y  E n g l i s h .  A l t h o u g h  t h e  w e a t h e r  w a s  v e r y  c o l d ,  a l l  w e r e  d r e s s e d  i n  
f l i m s y ,  s h o r t - s l e e v e d  c l o t h i n g ,  a n d  a l l - w i t h  t h e  e x c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  f a t h e r - w e r e  v i s i b l y  
s i c k .  D u r i n g  t h e  m e d i c a l  e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  c h i l d r e n - e a c h  o f  w h o m  h a d  s e v e r e  
b r o n c h i t i s - !  h e l p e d  t h e  m o t h e r  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t  w a s  b e i n g  d o n e  a n d  w h a t  w a s  
b e i n g  a s k e d  o f  h e r ,  i n c l u d i n g  w h a t  p a s s e d  f o r  a  c l i n i c a l  h i s t o r y .  T h e  m o t h e r  w a s  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  5 7  
found to be suffering from a highly infectious sexually transmitted disease. I 
explained to her how the disease is transmitted and the need for prophylactics to 
prevent further infection. I was also asked to explain this matter to the father. I 
informed the family that they needed to continue treatment at the clinic on a regular 
basis and that they would be provided with a volunteer physician, who would care for 
them. Finally, I accompanied the family to the Rescue Mission and assisted them in 
getting winter-weight clothing as well as basic foodstuffs to provide for their well 
being until they could get settled. 
Such community service seems to me a logical extension of what I do as a 
professor of Spanish. One of my chief responsibilities as an educator is to enhance 
communication, and this responsibility does not stop at the walls of the classroom. 
By extending my attention outward from the confines of the University itself to the 
larger society that houses and supports our institution, I feel I can best reach the 
overall goal of fostering a better and more complete understanding between the 
Spanish-speaking community and its non-Spanish speaking neighbors. 
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